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What’s a Prize Competition? 

Offering Prizes to Solve Tough Problems
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Joy’s Law:

“No Matter who you are, most of the smartest people 

work for someone else”

“It is better to create an ecosystem that gets all the 

world’s smartest people toiling in your garden for 

your goals”

Bill Joy, Sun Microsystems co-founder

Prize Competitions is a Tool That Enables Joy’s Law 
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Got a problem?    Tell the world about it and challenge them to bring 

you the solution.

• Describe the problem and what you already know.

• Tell them the solutions you already know about and why those are not 

sufficient.

• Tell them the solution performance requirements that you seek.

• Do not tell them how to solve the problem or how to approach solving the 

problem. Do not bias their creativity.

• Add a monetary and/or non-monetary prize to incentivize the competition.

• Launch the competition, see what you get and make awards accordingly.

How does a prize competition (aka challenge) work?



1919 Orteig Prize 
Charles Lindbergh: Non-Stop Flight NY-Paris
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Aggregate Prize Purses over $100k

“[T]otal funds from large prizes 

have more than tripled over the 

last decade to surpass $375 

million.”

- “And the winner is…”

McKinsey, 2009

Prize Competitions Not New in the Private 

Sector
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Private sector 

organizations are 

starting to host their 

own prize competition 

challenge platforms
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A Sampling of Private Sector Prize Competition Platforms and 

Service Providers

Private Sector and Public Organizations also contract with Prize Competition 

Platforms and Service Providers 



Tough Problem:

Good solution has been 

evasive or expensive

Solvers we know that 

work in this problem 

space 

Solvers in Other 

Domains we Don’t 

Know

Prize Competition Objective and Target 

Audience

Problem
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What do we get from Solver’s ?

Category 1: Ideas and Theoretical Concepts

Category 2: Prototypes (Methods, Processes, Devices, 

Software, Apps, Algorithms, etc.) 

Don’t expect turnkey solutions that are operational ready….. 

but it can happen.

Expect that  the solutions you receive will need some degree 

of additional maturation and development before it is 

operational ready. 
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What Have We Done So Far?

Offering Prizes to Solve Tough Problems
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Learn more at www.usbr.gov/research/challenges

See White House Blog about the Water Prize Competition Center

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2016/08/10/public-sector-prizes-and-challenges-continue-grow-use-and-sophistication
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Federally sponsored prize competitions are also hosted on 

the Challenge.gov prize competition platform
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Click on Challenge Center

Find Water Pavilion

Reclamation’s Prize Competitions also launched on 

the InnoCentive.com Challenge Center
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Training resources available through Digitalgov.gov



17https://www.doi.gov/techtransfer/prize-competition-guidelines

https://www.doi.gov/techtransfer/prize-competition-guidelines
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html

$20,000 split with 

4 winners

Plus 2 non-citizens 

solutions not 

eligible to win  

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html

$30,000 split with 

5 winning 

solutions.  One 

solver submitted 2 

winning solutions

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html

$20,000 split 

with 5 winning 

solutions.  

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html

Top Solutions

$20,000 split 

with 4 winning 

solutions.  

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/past/index.html


22https://www.innocentive.com/ar/challenge/browse?pavilion

Name=Water&pavilionId=1942&source=pavilion

Two 

Irrigation 

Districts

https://www.innocentive.com/ar/challenge/browse?pavilionName=Water&pavilionId=1942&source=pavilion
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Where are We Going?

Offering Prizes to Solve Tough Problems
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html

NEW TECHNOLOGY CHALLENGE

Long-Term Corrosion Protection of Existing Hydraulic Steel Structures
Launch Date: Winter 2017

How can we protect immersed steel structures from corrosion in a manner that provides fifty or more years of 

service life without significant maintenance or replacement of the protection method?

REDUCTION TO PRACTICE CHALLENGE

Mobile App to Support Electronic Field Data Capture for Water and Environmental Monitoring 

Launch Date: Winter 2017

Can a software application (app) be developed to support electronic field data capture across the diverse range of data 

collection situations to support water and environmental management?

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html


Conceptual
Paper Submissions

Stage Gates

Lab-Scale
Prototype Testing 

Submissions

Field Scale
Large, Head-to-Head 

Competition

Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework

Starting Late 2016 - Turning Desal Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

Prize Purse 

Sponsored by 

Bureau of Reclamation

Sponsored by 

Bureau of Reclamation

Sponsored by 

Bureau of Reclamation

Winners

Blast through Cost and Energy Barriers With Prize Competitions

yporrasmendoza@usbr.gov

Learn more at www.usbr.gov/research/challenges

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges
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http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html
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Additional Competitions in Each Theme Area Later in 2017
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Partners can Contribute…

• Prize Purse Money

• Technical Experts

• Judges

• Testing Facilities

• Promoting the Competition to Public and Solver 

Communities

• Commercialize Winning Solutions

• Prize Competition Administration 

See Partnership Sources Sought Notice

http://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=55427

http://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=55427
http://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=55427
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Approaches to Public-Private Partnerships for Hosting 

Prize Competitions

Federal Partner 

Non-Federal 
Prize/CRADA 

Partner

Prize 
Competition 

Winning 
Solver

15 USC 3719

Prize Competition 

Authority

15 USC 3710a

Public-Private 

Research Partnership 

Authority

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TSYodkGRJyo&list=PL

d9b-GuOJ3nFeJeAHAn3Z5opohjxIw8OC&index=3

Watch Challenge.gov 

Panel Presentations 

to Learn More 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TSYodkGRJyo&list=PLd9b-GuOJ3nFeJeAHAn3Z5opohjxIw8OC&index=3

